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October in the Texas Coastal Bend area brings comfortable weather as well as the abundance of our best growing season.  Roses are bursting into bloom, veggies and fruits are ripening, and usually the first cool front of autumn arrives.  According to Fred Alexander, a Master Gardener and owner of “the smallest farm in Texas”, we can usually expect to see that first front around October 15.

Winterize – As we begin to enjoy the fruits of our labor this month, it’s time to think about preparing for winter.  Be sure your flower and vegetable beds are well-mulched to protect roots from near-freezing temperatures.  Citrus trees can be winterized in one of two ways: mulching, or clearing the ground underneath to allow more heat to radiate up to the tree.  Remove dead leaves from your lawn and use them as mulch or compost them, or just run over them with a mulching mower.  In rainy weather, leaves that sit on top of your turf promote fungal diseases.  If you wish, apply a pre-emergent herbicide to control winter weeds, but never use a “weed and feed” product—it causes stress and death to trees and landscape plants.  


It’s Still Planting Time – You can plant almost anything this month, except for tropicals and fruits.  It’s a good time for planting shrubs, trees, roses, cool-season vegetables, herbs, and wildflowers (bluebonnets should have been sown in August, though).  Avoid planting tropicals such as hibiscus, palms, etc., which will not tolerate the coming cold weather when newly planted.  Wait until February to plant fruit trees.

Proceed with Caution – Do not prune or fertilize your trees or woody plants in October.  Since our weather is still warm, they will sprout new leaves and stems, which will be very susceptible to frost damage.  But you can still fertilize roses lightly, feed plants in containers, and apply fertilizer to your lawn before November 1.  Try not to water too much.  This can create a favorable environment for fungal diseases, such as brown patch, black spot, and more.


Vegetables – Plant cool season vegetables, including cabbage, cauliflower, broccoli, kale, beets, turnips, radishes, kohlrabi, mustards, and collards.  Onion seed can be sown on October 1, but wait until November to put in onion sets.  If you have okra growing, you can continue to harvest it until the first frost.  Chard can be carried through the summer and fall for continued harvest, also. 


Wildflowers – This is the best month to plant wildflowers, with the exception of bluebonnets.  It’s easy—choose a sunny, well-drained area, rake the soil surface a little, sprinkle on the seeds, and water in.  You can lightly work in a little compost first to add nutrients if you have sandy, infertile soil.  You can also broadcast wildflower seeds into Bermudagrass turf for an early splash of color.  Either way, keep the seeded area moist for a week or two.  Over the winter, some of the seeds will sprout and form low leafy “rosettes,” which send up flowering stalks in spring and summer.  Try native wildflowers, for best results.  



Lawn – It’s just about time to fertlize with a “winterizer,” and the date for our area is November 1.  Get fertilizer that’s in a slow-release form to help with cool-weather root development while not stimulating a flush of new growth that will be damaged by the cold.  You can use 24-3-14 commercial fertilizer, or spread a thin layer of compost—about one-third inch.  As the nights cool off, brown patch can appear in St. Augustine grass.  It looks like a round spot of dead grass that increases in size and then starts greening up again in the middle.  This won’t kill the grass roots—only the top part above ground, and it will go away during the winter.  Brown patch is a fungal disease that develops when there’s too much moisture, especially in low areas.  To prevent the problem next year, fill in the low spots over the winter with compost or loose soil.


Citrus – In October, many citrus fruits are starting to show a little color.  Sometimes you’ll get ripe fruit around the end of the month, but it’s best to leave them on the trees to sweeten up in the colder weather.  Be sure the roots are well-protected with a heavy layer of mulch (up to 6 inches), or with bare ground underneath so the soil can radiate heat upwards.  Remember to pick all your ripe fruits ahead of time when the first freeze is predicted.


Roses – This is an excellent month to plant container-grown roses.  Select a site with fertile, well-drained soil, good air movement, and at least 8 hours of sunlight per day.  Try the Texas Superstar roses, which are particularly hardy, beautiful, and easy to grow: Marie Daly, Belinda’s Dream, Knock Out, and Grandma’s Yellow Rose.

Thanks to Master Gardeners Fred Alexander, Kitty Angell, Todd Cutting, Richard Snyder, and Jennifer Thomas for contributing to this list.  
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